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n Sanskrit, almost every word can be assigned a sense by deriving it from a root (supported 
by the enumeration in the Dhatupatha of Panini), or bestowed a significance by breaking 
it up into its ‘parts’. This practice is common in dealing with technical terms in various 
disciplines, which are understood in their application. And within one science, a technical 
term comes to have a range of connotations in different contexts and over different periods. 
This paper takes up some important technical terms in the discipline of music, and examines 
the burden of sense they have acquired over the years. The terms we take up for study are 
Sruti, nada, svara and raga. 


Sruti 

In the laksanagranthas (technical treatises), the authors often quote the Dhatupatha for 
the sense of a term and elaborate it in the context of music. Sometimes the word is reduced to 
its letters, and the significance they have — the associated meanings — is relied upon to add 
substance to it. However, in ancient works like the Natyasastra and Dattilam, we do not 
come across nirukta of the reductive-analysis type. In these works the technical terms are 
not explicitly defined, but yield their sense in the context. Quite often, in these works, the 
appropriateness or the reason for using a term is pointed out, and this has to serve as a 
definition. 

... Tae dora: 
ait ari (fa) aored sraereeiceia: | [Datt, 8-9] 


Here, the term sruti has been used to denote the fine pitch differences between sounds 
graded in a range — since they are discerned through hearing, they are appropriately termed 
Sruti. Another authority, Visvavasu, is cited in the BrhadaeSi, giving a similar explanation: 


sare ahrea gfeiaq | [BrD,10} 


The Brhadadest itself first cites the grammatical formation of the word in the sense of 
sound’: 


‘heard 


SY Tay TET ee: Pa (A) araATGNe: | 
safemee: serail ad weat: aHETEAe: 11 [BrD.24} 


“The word Sruti is derived from the root sru employed in the sense of ‘to 

ktin’ is applied to it, it indicates the object of hearing. 
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The term §muti is used in the early Gandharva system of music in the sense of a tonal unit 
of measurement. It denotes a small interval of sound that is used for measuring larger intervals 
like those of svaras (NS. Vol. IV, p. 20.1.2.). It also denotes the sounds that are separated by 
such an interval. 

The word also has some extended usages. For instance, 


aerated ot a [NS 34,145ab} 


The word here is ‘ekasruti’, and it is used in the sense of ‘sounding in unison’, co- 
ordinated sound. 

In the Siksa texts such as Naradiyasiksa, the term is used to denote the subtle distinctions 
in svara or intonation: 


wary, aeat AMY Aaa Te 

arene at fees Ted, STOTT fA: 11 

wen afer aff: eal FIST ST VITA: | 

SAT ATT AT Tae, KUTA TPA: INSik, 1,6,16-17] 


‘Like the paths of fish swimming in the water or of birds flying in the sky, Sruti eludes 
identification, and can be reached only by effort, like the fire latent in wood or the curd in 
milk’. The Naradiyasiksa mentions five ways of intoning svara, and these are dipta, ayata, 
karuna, mrdu, and madhya. 

In present-day musical parlance the word Sruti is used to denote the basic tonic note or 
the fundamental pitch on which sadja, the first svara, of the middle octave or register, is 
placed by a performer. In determining his middle octave in this manner, the singer or instrument- 
player is guided by the need to be able to move with ease down into the lower octave upto 
five svaras, and up into the upper octave to the same extent. The fixed tonic is also referred 
to as adharasruti. Strangely enough, in the North Indian system, the word used for this is 
Svara or sura. The instrument which is used for sounding the fundamental Sruti is called 
Sruti-box in the South, and svara-peti in the North. 

Occasionally, in South Indian Practice, in rendering songs based on certain ragas, the 
tonic or sruti is raised from sadja to madhyama in the madhyasthyayi. This is called 
madhyamasruti. 

Thus we find that the term Sruti is used in different but related senses in the context of 
music. The primary sense of the word is “being heard’. This is the sense in which the word is 
used in alluding to the Vedas, which were ‘heard’ by the sages and were not written by 
mortals. This sense of divine wisdom is extended to learning and deep knowledge of all 
matters, which are also alluded to as gruti. 


Nada 
Now we take up the term ‘nada’, which we find in later works like Brhaddesi describing 
yates Gandharva tradition. This term is conspicuous by its absence in earlier works like the 
atyasastra and Dattilam. The Naradt yasiksa and Sarasvatihrdayalanka rahara of 
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Nanyadeva also do not mention the term. The Brhaddest presents a nirukta of this term, 
analysing it into two monosyllabic words (which indicate the manner of its production), and 
deriving it from a root as well: 


AHR: TMT ANETTA AA: | 
area feveraf ¢ ait aattea: 1 
anal a aadetet: [BrD, 20-21; 8] 


Nada therefore stands for expressive sound. In music it denotes sound which is articulated 
in the form of tone, i.c., the sound specific to music. It is described as emanating from the 
desire to create music, and is the stage before tonal articulation. Nada is identified with the 
conception as well as the expression of musical sound (BrD,21;SR,1,3,3). 

In our own times, the word ‘nada’ is used to indicate tonal quality. For instance, we speak 
of a Vina or Mrdahgam as having good nadam or bad nadam. 


Svara 
The next term is ‘svara’. The vyutpatti given in the Brhaddesi is as follows: 


ws ceafatt ant: eareaydeer 71 (BrD, 54ab] 


“The word ‘svara’ is derived from the root ‘rajr’ used in the sense of ‘to shine’, with the 
Prefix ‘sva’.” This root does not convey the sense of sound at all. 

In Veda recitation, svara stands for accents, and the accents given to syllables in such 
recitation were almost musical. In the discipline of vyakarana, svara stands for vowel, as 
distinct from consonant. As the accents in recitation fall on the vowels, probably the term 
svara was applied to the accents as well. And as the accents in sacred recitation almost reach 
the state of musical tone, the latter probably came to be denoted by the term svara. 

In fact, in vyakarana, Pataiijali defines svara as follows: 


eae Tord WF TT: | [MB on AA,!,2,29-30] 


“As they shine (sound) of their own accord, they are svaras.” While vowels can be uttered 
on their own, consonants cannot be uttered without the help of vowels. : 
This same definition is echoed in the context of music in the Brhaddesi: 


Tae DUH TA THT AE: AT: | [BrD, 54 cd] 


Extending this definition to music does not seem very approp " a na ne 
Significant about it. In grammar, svaras being contrasted with vyaijanas, the defint _—. 
the svara as shining independently, is significant. There is no such contrast in mu 


Justify this definition. (The justification can be put forward that svara or tone is charming or 
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significant on its own, without having any referential sense.) This is probably why Abhinava 
takes this definition as an etymological interpretation. The first part of the word, sva, stands 
for ‘svayam’, and ‘ra’ stands for ‘rajate’. He then quotes a slightly elaborate version of the 
same definition from some other scholar: 


aferarelt Preftang: | aa BSa EMTS Us, Set TAT: | 


[AB on NS,28,21.Vol.IV, p.11,112-3.] 


Here svaras, through nirukta, are explained as those that shine or charm only within the 
context of the jati, raga or bhasa to which they belong. This shows that svara is part of tonal 
articulation, just as word is of speech. Sounding a single tone cannot give rise to joy. It is 
within the context of a melody that a svara delights. Earlier, commenting on the enumeration 
of svaras (sadja, etc.) by Bharata, Abhinava explains the word svara as sound, particularly 
musical sound or tone-complex, which transports the listener’s mind with delight. 

It is interesting to see how Abhinavagupta derives the word svara, keeping in mind its 
connotation of ‘sound’, as well as its capacity to delight. 


[St BRT: Rae SAT TTA: RCT: | TAT Bextarat Perea Ferre 
SURAT ACMA ATTA SHAT FO CUCHUCEIING 
ears: aot afeart eda: FU SGT: | AB on NS,28,21 (volLV,p-10) 


There are two dhatus, ‘svy’ (DP,1,666) and ‘svara’ (DP,10,288). The first is used in two 
senses, namely, sabda, meaning ‘sound’, and upatapa, meaning ‘heating’ or ‘melting’. The 
other root, ‘svara’, is used in the sense of aksepa, meaning ‘seizing/captivating’ . Svaras 
make the mind shed its neutral, independent state, melting it with their great beauty, and 
impose their own tonal nature on it. And with reference to themselves, the svaras (sadja and 
others) name their tonal identities. It is the root svr that has some relation to sound. However, 
Abhinava uses all the above roots and their range of sense to design a definition suitable to 
the concept of svara in music. This interpretation of svara covers the aesthetic process that 
takes place in the mind listening to music. The word ‘aksepa’ aptly describes the experience 
of becoming spellbound in the presence of any great work of art. 

; Some scholars like Kohala had formulated definitions that treated svara in the process of 
its expression. The self, desirous of expression (in musical sound), gives rise to svara: 


seo HTTR ATTA | 


ATR car ay att aa: aT: ATT: | [Kohala quoted in BrD, 1, p. 28 


Again, 


sebrsharaa aPRPraceaK | 
af Ba Pre. ma CaP: OL: t [Kohala quoted in BrD, 1, p- 30} 


We cite Prem Lata Sharma’s translation from the Brhaddesi: 
By the will of the atman, the vayu [vital air] (that is) moving upward from the base of the 
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‘earth’ [nabhi, navel] (and) is held on the ‘wall’ of the nadis and in the space, is known as 
svara, the delightful sound. 

By the effort of the ardhvanadis on account of rubbing or striking of all ‘walls’, the sound 
that grows up to the cerebrum is svara, it is vyapaka [pervasive] (and) para [beyond]. 


This definition of svara given by Kohala is not very dissimilar to the definitions of nada 
and Sruti found in available treatises. Perhaps Kohala did not use the word nada, so his 
notion of svara being similar to the notion of nada, which we have come across in other 
works, is understandable. Again, svara has to be distinguished from $ruti, though both 
essentially relate to sound. Kohala’s qualifying ‘dhvani’ with ‘rakta’ in his definition of 
svara is a pointer towards that. 

Abhinava formulates a very firm and clear definition of svara from this angle too: 


at g afecarnRrrararcarnadt Torna Raeryy: wee Ua AT 


wid sears: 1 [AB on NS,28,21. vol. IV, p. 71, 119-10) 


‘When the position of a $ruti is struck, only the sound that gains resonance, mellifluousness 
and sweetness can be called svara.’ This notion of svara identifies it as a distinguishable 
fragment of melody. (This is similar to distinguishing a word as a unit of linguistic expression.) 
This connotation is the one popularly associated with the word svara today. 

Butin ancient treatises svara stood not merely fora unit of melody, but for the entire aspect 
of melody in music. This is clear from the definition of Gandharva presented by Bharata: 


mrad Pee feng cacarerraaey | [NS,28,112b] 


‘Music is said to be constituted by svara, tala and pada.’ Svara refers to the melodic 
aspect, tala to the regulation of the temporal rhythm, and pada to the verbal text. ; 

One development that took place in the tradition — not recorded by Bharata but described 
by Matanga — is the singing of the syllables sa, ri, ga, ma, pa, dha and ni at the pitch 
Positions associated with sadja, rsabha, etc. The singing of these syllables came to be 
Teferred to as svara. In the prabandha forms this singing of svara syllables seems to have 
constituted the section called svara, as mentioned in the Sangitaratnakara of Sarngadeva: 


woRrarigen, cert sida: [SR,4,15cd-16ab] 
The particular sense of the term svara lingers in the terms muktaytsvaram, cittasvaram, 
kalpanasvaram, etc., which are employed in South Indian music. 


Raga 
We now come to the term ‘raga’. This term is elaborately dealt with in se vi ee S 
The passage devoted to describing this conceptis in the form of a dialogue in whuc 8 
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answers the question: 


farpead Tne FR aT WT ETL | 

aati Ter waray FaGHeTe II 
wart — 

eaeantfaaen APT AG aT TA: 

wae i aftad @ UT: aa: AAI 
saat — 

aa aPitiseg eeaciieyiia: | 

Caer waa FT WT See: 

ard a Rast a cert fefad aa 

agide ¢ erred fats arenes 1 

CHT SHTTS TA ACTA: HATE | 

wad Umecer apaferPeiae | 

spapuieagar ater snes | 

Sores sar TY Ba: TEP IETAT [BrD,v.261,vv.263-267 (vol.2.pp.76-77)} 


The first definition is — ‘as it suffuses or delights the good (discerning) mind with varied 
combinations of tones in melodic movements, and its distinct individually in sound (tonal 
structure?), it is accepted as raga by connoisseurs’. . 

The second — ‘that distinct, individual sound complex, embellished by tone progressions, 
which delights the minds of the public, is called raga’. 5 

Both these definitions cover the same ground. Both dwell on the delightfulness of raga" 
the etymological part, and the technical part names the three elements which are essential for 
melodic music, particularly for the developed form of this music which raga represents. 
While the terms svara and varna, and the concepts embodied, namely, the unit of melody and 
the ascending and descending directions perceived in melody, are applicable to melody “i 
general, the term ‘dhvanivisesa’ seems to refer to the individual physiognomy which marks 
a raga, and distinguishes it from another. a: 

The text of Brhaddest itself begins with a description of the varied nature of dhvant 9 

justification of the term dest applied to music: 


APIRRY Sy Sai Geet wT 
Te: a Meri Ae ae aT 
SF 8H ya ah at aPreshte aie: | (BrD, 1-2ab] 


‘In different lands, the dhvani (literally, sound) that pleases the inhabitants, from humble 
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living creatures to kings, is referred to as desi,’ Here the word ‘dhvani’ seems to stand for 
melodies or music in general. Music varies from land to land, but is a source of delight to the 
people of the region where it has evolved. 

When we come to the definition of raga, “dhvani’ is seen to be referring to melody, and, 
qualified by ‘visesa’, it is obviously referring to the distinct individual character of a raga. 
While the general melodic features are presented in the samanyalaksanas (such as melodic 
movement?), the individual identity of a raga is presented in the visesalaksanas such as 
amsa (fundamental and prominent svara in a tonal organization). 

Matanga explains the three manners in which the word raga can be interpreted, to yield 
the radha, yaugika, and yogartdha senses. Conventionally, one knows that the term is 
applied to a melody/melody-source; its purpose is to tinge/delight the mind; and both 
conceptions are valid together only for tone complexes in music. So the term raga makes 
sense conventionally, etymologically, and applies in both ways only in the context of music. 

This conception of raga has perhaps evolved and reached its present state of 
understanding very gradually. Today a raga cannot be defined as a mere scale (having no 
attributes other than the svaras that occur in the melody), or just a tune. The features that are 
identified as being common to, and recognizable in, the different melodic structures which 
are based on it would be the raga, and these features can only be described. So the definition 
of raga can only be a descriptive one, in terms of the laksanas which musical thought has 
arrived at. Both the individual recognizable identity of a raga and its serving as a source for 
tunes, or as the basis for elaborate melodic construction, are essential parts of the concept of 
raga. 
Inrelatively recent times, ie., in the past four centuries, the term raga has also come to be 
used in a different but related sense. ‘Raga’ is now commonly used to denote the musical 
form alapana’ or raga-alapana. A very important musical genre in South Indian music is 
referred to as ragam-tanam-pallavi, where ragam stands for the alapana or elaboration 
without perceptible temporal rhythm. 

To sum up, etymological definitions seem to have been resorted to to supplement the 
technical definition of these terms with the description of the aesthetic impact of the aspects 
of music named by the terms in question. As we saw, Bharata and Dattila have not tried to 
bring the application of a term into a conscious definition. Abhinava has tried to make the 
terms svara, Sruti, etc., more adequate by exploring all the verb roots giving rise to the wort d 
“svara’, and by examining the aesthetic difference between svara and $ruti. Matanga has 
based his definitions on the accepted yogika theory of the production of expressive sound 
by man, and has considered the impact of music on the mind. The descriptive definition of 
raga put forth by Mataiiga, similar to the description of jati in terms of its laksanas by Bharata 
and by himself, is the precursor to the modern conception of raga. We have also seen the 
extension of the sense of all the terms — svara, Sruti, nada and raga — over the ages, 
corresponding to developments in the practice of music. Without consciously defining 
them, musicians and theorists are employing these terms in discussing mustc, as their purport 


is grasped in practice. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

NS Natyasastra Datt Dattilam 

NSik Naradi yasiksa BrD Brhaddesi 

AB Abhinavabha rati SR Sangitaratnakara 
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